teaching/research initiatives are in a very early stage, it is the hope of this researcher through discussion to foster further research through cross-institutional enquiry in the area.
Cultural communication and rebuilding through the built environment
This project is set in a highly charged political climate, at a time when Aboriginal people are attempting to come to grips with their past and build a future. Self The built environment can recognise as well as aid in the redefinition and development of indigenous self-determination. Atkin & Krinsky (1996) wrote, 'The apparent decline of universalising ideas in architecture…has brought forward the idea of cultural diversity and place identity as generating principles in architecture…The post-modern emphasis on specificity of design is now taken for granted.... Indigenous North American peoples are among those in recent decades who have commissioned culturally expressive museum buildings. … Native Americans hope to foster 'group pride, intercultural understanding, and a positive self-image. These museums serve an important psychological need and provide stability and security (cited from Hansen,1980, pp. 44-51) . '…Tribal members expect the museum to examine their past and to present a modern identity for themselves and the non-Indian public ' (p. 238) . These views are reflected in Aboriginal Australia. Nancia Guivarra (Indigenous series producer ABC online) wrote, 'Aboriginal people live in urban places, yet those places contain no trace of us or the things we hold dear. So often we are alienated from our built environment' (Guivarra, 2002, p. 1) .
In Australia there is an emergence of research groups, educational initiatives and built environment designers working in the area. For example the Merrima Aboriginal Design unit of NSW public works, headed by Aboriginal architect Dennis Kombumerri, provides consultation and design services for indigenous communities throughout Australia. 'Merrima is fully staffed by indigenous people and is committed to the struggle for self-determination through cultural expression in the built environment' (DPWS, 2003, p. 1) . Projects using landscape architecture, interior design and architecture to create spaces supporting These projects and others like it form an important basis for further study of appropriate cross-cultural design. However, many of the projects are not documented, which is problematic; as Asojo (2001) has stated, 'Many educators have attributed noninclusion of cultural diversity in design education to a lack of precedents and nondocumentation ' (p. 48) .
This lack of project description needs to be acknowledged, but it must not deter us from exploring new pathways in cross-cultural communication and design.
The furniture studio
From this context the idea of exploring furniture as a cultural conveyor has emerged. Writings by Williams-Bohle, Kalviainnen and Prown support the concept that '…[furniture] can be the provider of a multiplicity of meanings. It can be conceptual and embody abstract ideas, it can provide interaction and surprise that builds emotional and intellectual involvement…it offers possibilities for imagination and stories' (Kalviainen, 2000, p. 9) . 'As material culture, furniture analysis is based on the assumption that culture is encoded in objects' (Prown, 1982 in Williams-Bohle & Caughey, 1996 . The development of designs expressing indigenous culture are limited in Australia, and as such, there is a need to find strategies in these areas and ways to expose young designers to these issues.
Intentions
The fourteen week Furniture Studio begins with a careful study of an element of material culture, and concludes with the design and making of a full-scale prototype of a piece of furniture. This second year studio of primarily non-indigenous students introduces a vehicle to understand Aboriginal culture, helps the students develop a process for exploring crosscultural perspectives, and then encourages the translation of chosen aspects of this research into pieces of furniture.
Presentations, visits and readings
The 2002 Studio began with a narrative by Sandra Hill, Noongar woman, artist and Curtin Director of the Aboriginal Arts Program. Sandra told an intensely personal story of her family that covered the brutality of events resulting from the 1906 Act, which has lead to two stolen generations. Most students had no knowledge of the Act and the resulting events.
Her story had a profound effect on the students and made them appreciate the seriousness and significance of the design project. Discussion of the results of European inhabitation and polices of assimilation and segregation of Aboriginal people, leads to the exploration of various forms, material and uses of objects that may tell that story and/or offer hope for the future.
To give students an informed starting point, context and guidelines for working with Aboriginal culture, the design brief identifies appropriate problems for student research and cultural design application in the following ways:
• Presentations at the Western Australian Museum Katta Djinoog Gallery (Aboriginal Gallery) and the Noongar artefacts collection to explain meanings in art and artefacts relating to Aboriginal culture.
• Assigned reading and discussion of Indigenous perspectives.
• Examination, comparison and critical analysis of designed precedents in the representation of Indigenous perspectives in the built environment.
• Introduction to the resources at the Curtin Centre for Aboriginal Studies resource library.
Intensive workshops and collaborative feedback
The first six weeks are devoted to intensive research, ideation and concept development through workshops and guest tutors. Through the students' own research, specific design exercises and the development of a cultural understanding the students create their design pieces. At the end of the six weeks the students build a half-scale model of their piece in the intended materials.
According to Williams-Bohle & Caughey (1996) '…models of artefact analysis…goes beyond exploring the artefact itself, establishing the cultural context as a basic motivator for the development, design, and use of the artefact. This model encourages students and professionals to integrate and explore the tacit and explicit cultural meanings of artefacts' (p. In the eight weeks following, the students produce design development drawings, finalise fixings and refine the piece before making the full-scale prototype. The project culminates with an exhibition of the furniture. The students' prototype is accompanied with a communication panel, describing the process, design meaning, function, material and construction.
Student processes and ideation
The inclusion of a written panel, outlining the narrative of the piece has proved to be an essential tool, providing a link between the furniture and it's cultural significance. This allows the viewer to understand the intent of the piece and the student to reflect on the process and meaning.
Kara developed her project through her analysis of artwork, writings and a narrative of the work of Aboriginal artist Peter Wood. Through the translation of form, colour and function the student designer created a piece of furniture that reflected the story, as she understood it. As this was a student exercise she did not have access to collaborate or consult with the artist, which would have been ideal. At the conclusion of the Furniture Workshop, we hold a public exhibition that is juried. This dissemination to a larger audience generates a greater interest in cross-cultural design and Indigenous perspectives. The jury includes indigenous members who provide invaluable feedback to staff and students. One Aboriginal jury-member commented 'I was surprised to find the distinct lack of obvious applied ornamentation. When you invited me I thought 'dot furniture' would abound and am pleasantly surprised to find not one piece in sight' (Jury comment, 2000) . This illustrates the importance of exposing how the interior can foster a meaningful cultural connection beyond 'such literal applications as dot painting on generic western objects' (Yabuka, 2001, p. 99) .
Reflections
After the 2000 workshop we used an interpretative approach to gauge the effectiveness of the program to meet the objectives of exposing students to indigenous cultural and appropriate processes of cross-cultural design. We recorded authors' reflections as teacher and learner, developed a questionnaire, and held a focus group session with a sample of students. The process and the outcomes of the studio were reflected on with Aboriginal There was a mixed reaction to the process of using cross-cultural study using indigenous issues as a starting point. Most of the students' experiences and attitudes were positive but largely uninformed, and some were negative. Initially many of the students were reluctant to delve into the culture for fear of offence, due to the charged political atmosphere and lack of clarity about boundaries.
Alternatively there were a small number of students who initially had no apprehension about undertaking Indigenous issues. One student writes 'Initially I was not worried about offending anyone. It wasn't till I started discussing my ideas and do more research that I started to modify my design, making sure it was appropriate' (Lommerse & McRobb, 2001 ).
Students learnt there are many groups of Aboriginal people, and each one has significant stories they are custodians of, and by individually researching a small component gained insight. Another student said, 'There is no textbook with all the answers on how to translate culture to a material object, the process requires an eagerness to research, and a willingness to embrace' (Lommerse & McRobb, 2001 ).
In both years examination of the furniture pieces, and the descriptive panels, which accompany them, showed how much was learnt by the student. The depth of research undertaken appeared to be reflected in the built object. Those students who closely examined the cultural aspects of Aboriginal Australians appeared to get the most out of the unit.
Their pieces showed underlying layers of meaning, considered and applied on many levels.
On the other hand, those students who simply chose the environment as their key, or had a preconceived idea of what they intended to make, appeared to have a somewhat more literal design. There was a lack of depth to their narrative. This is not to say that the pieces themselves were not well-crafted interesting pieces of furniture, but for those who really pushed the boundaries, the level of research and consequent translation into built form, produced pieces which were rich in cultural context and narrative.
The reviewers' observation was that the student's bond with this project was very strong -there was a palatable synergy illustrated by the dedication to the projects and the meanings they were trying to communicate through their designs. For those that looked deeply into the background, there was utmost respect for the creators of the original cultural objects.
Emerging interests in cross-cultural research and creative production
Following the initial furniture projects, interest emerged from Honours students. These research/creative projects span two semesters, allowing for appropriate and ongoing consultation with the indigenous people who are interested in the creative production. Oliver remains strongly evident in their daily activities. These issues will greatly influence the design process undertaken in creating a family home for the Gu dharras. The significance of this project for me will be in gaining a greater understanding of Yol u culture and how a design can be developed to meet its needs. I would also hope that the final design could be used as a helpful prototype for future dwellings for the community' (Davis, 2003, Research proposal A second emerging interest is student/lecturer research and writing partnerships -stimulating confidence in independent writing and increasing exposure of the cultural awareness projects. McRobb, then a 3rd year student, reflected on being involved in the process, 'Being involved in critically reviewing our student work beyond its conception gave me a different perspective. I was able to see how cultural issues and political conflicts impacted on student design decisions ' (2001) . After initial guidance, the student team developed a professionally prepared article for publication ( Figure 5 ).
Conclusions
The value of education in dispelling myths and innuendo and providing a forum for active learning has been shown through the Furniture Design Workshop. Students confirm that by building and publicly presenting a manifestation of their research they gain a deeper understanding of the culture. Williams-Bohle & Caughey (1996) concluded that, 'The cultural perspective adds a dimension of complexity that professionals cannot only consider, but also incorporate, in the design of meaningful interior environments ' (p. 49) . The next steps are to create a pathway for work with Aboriginal designers to assist them to express their culture and stories, and to get non-indigenous and indigenous students working together to create a truly cross-cultural experience. The longer-term objective is to engage with the aims and aspirations of indigenous communities, to bring together indigenous (Yabuka, 2001, p. 99) knowledge, and to bring professional design skills and research from the university to the communities.
